Addressing treatment-related sexual side effects among cancer patients: Sub-optimal practice in radiation therapy.
Sexual side effects of treatment are common among cancer patients receiving radiation therapy. Little attention has been given to the role of radiation therapists (RTs) in managing sexual issues. The current study sought to address this by assessing the provision of care for sexual issues by RTs in Ireland. Cross-sectional data were collected using an online questionnaire. Measures included: participant characteristics; sexuality-related practice; knowledge, awareness and confidence in dealing with sexual issues; the sexual attitudes and beliefs survey; and opinions as to the "ideal" management of sexual issues. Discussion of sexual issues with patients was rare, and most participants (N = 46) did not feel these issues were addressed effectively in their departments. Barriers to the discussion of sexual issues included low knowledge, awareness and confidence; perceptions of professional role boundaries; and concerns about personal and patient discomfort. Nonetheless, participants indicated that RTs should ideally be equipped to discuss sexual side effects of treatment, as they would any other side effect. This study has identified a sub-optimal provision of care for sexual issues by RTs. Training is needed if RTs are to effectively support the work of the multidisciplinary team in this area.